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It is commonly believed that translators build bridges not only between languages but 
also between differences of cultures. Yet the writer of the present paper argues that the 
role of the translator is more than that. This paper, through a series of cross-cultural, 
sociological, psycho-linguistic and anthropological analyses of the translator, aims to 
probe into the nature and features of relationship between culture and the translator. 
More importantly, it attempts to formulate the notion of the three-layered role of the 
translator in the dynamics of cultural development.  
 
This thesis is composed of six chapters including an introduction and a conclusion. 
Chapter One presents background information on the study of the translator and 
culture. The scope and purpose of the study, methodology, and organization of the 
thesis are also discussed.  
 
Chapter Two presents an overview of different perspectives on culture and the 
translator. Totalist, mentalist, internal and external views on culture are compared so 
that a balanced definition of culture is worked out for this paper. The translator’s 
relationships with translation and text are also discussed, followed by an introduction 
of the three-layered role of the translator.  
 
Chapter Three discusses the role of the translator as a natural being, the first layer of 
the translator’s multi-layered role.  
 
To analyze the role of the translator as a cultural being, Chapter Four discusses the 
acculturation and socialization courses of human beings first. Then it explains the 
cultural influences on people’s way of thinking and the relationship between human 
beings, society and culture. Individualism is touched upon in this chapter, which aims 
to argue that not everything the translator perceives is culturally determined. 
  
Chapter Five is devoted to an analysis of the translator’s role as a professional. The 
social role of the translator and social demands on the translator are reviewed first. 
Then it moves on to a discussion of how a translator interacts with culture during the 
translating process. As a response to the notion of individualism in the previous 
chapter, relative independence of the translator is discussed in the final part of this 
chapter.  
 
In the conclusion part of this thesis, Chapter Six, it is pointed out that the relationship 
between culture and the translator in the dynamics of cultural development is 
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 1.1 Background of This Study 
 
Translation theorists have proposed various approaches to the study of the translator, 
e.g. Hatim and Mason (1997), who deem the translator as communicator, Douglas 
Robinson (1997), who discusses in his Becoming a Translator the abduction, 
induction and deduction phases of being a translator, Roger Bell (1991), who regards 
the translator as a cultural mediator, and Hewson and Martin (1991), who label the 
translator as a translation operator, to name just a few. Whatever approach they take, 
they must take into account of the relations between translators and culture when 
trying to obtain an overall perspective of translators. 
 
R. Taft (1981:53), in his contribution to the discussion of such relations, defines the 
role of the translator as a cultural communicator and a cultural mediator. With regard 
to how the translator mediates between cultures, Hans Vermeer (1989) describes the 
translator as “bi-cultural”, and Mary Snell-Hornby (1992) describes him/her as a 
“cross-cultural specialist”. Hewson and Martin talk of “the translation operator as a 
cultural operator” (1991:133-155,160,161) and discuss “the identity and motivations 
of the translation operator”. Hatim and Mason (1997:11) make the same point: 
“inevitably we feed our own beliefs, knowledge, attitudes and so on into our 
processing of texts, so that any translation will, to some extent, reflect the translator’s 
own mental and cultural outlook, despite the best of impartial intentions.” In short, 
scholars in the fields of translation studies and intercultural studies generally believe 
that translators build bridges not only between languages but also between differences 
of two cultures.  
 
The writer of the present paper, however, argues that the role of the translator is more 
that. This paper, through a series of cross-cultural, sociological, psycho-linguistic 
analyses of the translator, aims to probe into the nature and features of relationship 
between culture and the translator. More importantly, it attempts to formulate the 
notion of the three-layered role of translators in the dynamics of cultural development.  
 
1.2 Scope and Purpose of This Study 
 
In response to the above-mentioned theories and viewpoints concerning the 
interaction between the translator and culture, this thesis is an attempt at an 
introduction and exposition of a new analytical methodology for translation theorists. 
This is an inter-disciplinary research involving theories of cultural anthropology, 
sociology, psychology, linguistics, and intercultural communication study.  
 
The present thesis has three objectives. First, it aims to introduce anthropological and 

















 a new methodology for the analysis of the translator’s role in cultural 
development. Secondly, translators are regarded as “walking dictionaries” or 
“translating machines” by some translation scholars and their contributions to cultural 
development are usually devalued. Therefore the writer hopes to reduce such 
misunderstanding as much as possible. Thirdly, this introduction to the analysis of the 
translator’s three-layered role in the dynamics of cultural development is also 
intended to stimulate interest in carrying out more innovative researches and 
explorations in the field of translation study. 
 
1.3 Methodology and Organization of This Study 
 
In this thesis, three kinds of research methods are used in the study of the translator’s 
role in cultural development. The first one is literature study. By reading numerous 
books and articles on translation studies, psychology, sociology, anthropology, 
socio-linguistics, socio-cultural studies, psycholinguistics and other relevant fields of 
study, the writer is well acquainted with the popular or once-popular theories of 
translation and cultural development. A good understanding of these theories is of 
great help in understanding and analyzing the role of the translator. Then, the writer 
applies analytical skills to the seeking of suitable viewpoints for the study of the 
translator’s role in terms of cultural elements and their development. Finally, there is a 
method of amplification, i.e. to emphasize the importance of the translator’s 
three-layered role in his/her interaction with culture and to explain the three layers 
through supporting information and evidence.  
 
This thesis contains various discussions which are arranged in the order of the three 
layers mentioned above. It starts from Chapter Two with an overview of different 
perspectives on culture and the translator and moves on to a series of discussions in 
following chapters on how the interaction between the translator and culture takes 
place. Chapters Three and Four give a description of the role of the translator as a 
natural being and a cultural being in the dynamics of cultural development. Chapter 
Five is concerned with the social position of the translator, which, it is argued, 
dominates and puts requirements on the translator’s behavior. Translation as a cultural 
operation and the translator as a cultural mediator are also touched upon in this 
chapter. Finally, the concluding chapter presents a brief summary of the interwoven 



















1.4 Acronyms of Terminology Used in This Thesis 
 
As the following terms are frequently used in this paper, the writer has decided to use 
acronyms for the sake of saving space. They are coded as follows: 
 
SL= Source Language          TL=Target Language         
ST=Source Text               TT=Target Text 





















 AN OVERVIEW OF DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES 
 ON CULTURE AND THE TRANSALTOR 
 
 
2.1 Different Views on Culture 
 
Researchers in such fields as anthropology, sociology, linguistics, and 
intercultural communication have presented different views in defining “culture”. 
The mentalist and totalist views, for example, are frequently quoted when people 
talk about culture, and so are the external and internal perspectives. By analyzing 
and comparing those discussions relating to culture, translators, cultural 
transformation and intercultural communication in the following paragraphs, we 
hope to arrive at a more balanced view of culture to be used in the present study   
 
2.1.1 Mentalist and Totalist Views of Culture 
 
One of the oldest and most quoted definitions of culture was formulated in 1871 
by the English anthropologist Edward Burnett Tylor. He claims that “Culture is 
that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, 
and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society” 
(Tylor, 1871:1).  
 
By 1952, American anthropologists Alfred Louis Kroeber and Clyde Kluckhohn 
(1952:181) had compiled a list of 184 definitions, to which they made their 
lengthy contribution of culture as follows: 
 
Culture consists of patterns, explicit and implicit of and for behavior 
acquired and transmitted by symbols, constituting the distinctive 
achievement of human groups, including their embodiment in artefacts; 
the essential core of culture consists of traditional (i.e. historically derived 
and selected) ideas and especially their attached values. Culture systems 
may, on the one hand, be considered as products of action, on the other 
hand, as conditioning elements of future action. 
 
Most definitions of culture, despite their minor differences, fall into one of the 
two general categories, which can be labeled the totalist view and the mentalist 


















 people’s “way of life”. Tylor (1871:2) represents the totalist by stating that 
culture is “that complex whole”.  
 
A second major, albeit less comprehensive, way to view culture is as an ideational 
or conceptual system, i.e., as a shared system of knowledge and beliefs by which 
 
people organize their perceptions and experiences and make decisions, in terms of 
which they act. “It is a shared system of ideas, a kind of conceptual code that 
people use to interpret themselves and the world and to formulate behavior. That 
is, people act in reference to the code” (Goodenough, 1951: 521-522). “It is a 
system of rules or a pattern for behavior, rather than an observed pattern of 
behavior” (Keesing & Keesing, 1971: 20). In this view, “culture” does not include 
tools, acts, or institutions. It is not the actual behavior of people but their 
standards of, or guides for, behavior. It is their conceptualization of appropriate 
behavior. Goodenough (1951:36) asserts: 
 
      As I see it, a society’s culture consists of whatever it is one has to know or 
believe in order to operate in a manner acceptable to its members, and do 
so in any role that they accept for any one of themselves. Culture, being 
what people have to learn as distance from their biological heritage, must 
consist of the end product of learning: knowledge, in a most general, if 
relative, sense of the term. By this definition, it should be noted that 
culture is not a material phenomenon; it does not consist of things, people, 
behavior, or emotions. It is rather an organization of these things. It is the 
forms of things that people have in mind, their models for perceiving, 
relating, and otherwise interpreting them. As such, the things people say 
and do, their social arrangements and events, are products or by-products 
of their culture. 
 
The definition of culture proposed here is in terms of a shared mental model or 
map of the world. The model is a system of congruent and interrelated beliefs. 
Each aspect of culture is linked in a system to form a unifying context of culture, 
which identifies a person and his/her culture.  
 
2.1.2 External and Internal Views of Culture 
 
Similarly, Gail Robinson (1988:7-13), with the Center for Language and 
Cross-cultural Skills in San Francisco, has grouped the various definitions into 




























The external view, which focuses on behaviors and products, is similar to the 
totalist view, whereas the internal view bears basic features of the mentalist one. 
However people group the definitions, it seems that the totalist and external views 
are the most useful ones, for they focus people’s attention on the organization and 
function of a people’s way of life rather than on the “peculiar” or “curious” nature 
of its “customs”. Yet the classification does not obscure significant cultural 
differences between populations. In the following sections, definitions of culture 
and notions of language and society will be touched upon again. 
 
2.1.3 Culture: Static or Dynamic 
 
Given the fact that culture involves “knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, 
and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society,” an 
inborn feature of it cannot be ignored: culture is not a fixed system or 
amalgamation of all behavior at the current time. Culture is dynamic (Hermans, 
1999: 143).      
 
2.1.3.1 Culture is Subject to Change 
 
Gail Robinson (1988:7-13) suggests that each of the definitions of culture can be 
seen in terms of a variety of approaches. Each of these approaches will affect the 
teaching style and content of a course on culture, as is illustrated in Table 2. 
 
Table 2:  
Definition Approach focuses on… 
Behaviorist 
 
Discrete behaviors or sets of behaviors, shared and observed 
Functionalist 
 




The form of things that people have in mind, their models for 
perceiving, relating, and otherwise interpreting them 
Culture definitions relating to… 
External: Behaviors     -language, gestures, customs/habits 
          Products       -literature, folklore, art, music, artefacts 





















The dynamic interplay of internal models and external 
mechanisms 
 
The fourth approach to culture is to perceive it as a dynamic process. Robinson 
(1988:11) notes, “the content of culture as a creative, historical system of symbols 
and meaning has the potential to fill in the theoretical gaps left by behaviorist, 
functionalist and cognitive theories.” 
 
According to this theory, “meaning” in culture is not an independent fact to be 
found by consulting books, cognitive maps or any other static system. Culture 
here is viewed as a dynamic process, constantly being negotiated by those 
involved. It is influenced, but not determined, by past meanings and it establishes 
precedent for future meaning. It is a dialectic process between internal models of 
the world and external reality. The converting of meaning in culture, thus, renders 
culture an inner impetus to vary from time to time. 
 
Moreover, regardless of how many definitions this paper could have examined, or 
how many different co-cultures and specialized cultures there could have been, 
there is a great deal of agreement concerning the seven major characteristics of 
culture. The characteristics of culture, according to Samovar et al. in their 
Communication between Cultures (1998:37-45), are: 
 
1. Culture is learned; 
2. culture is transmitted from generation to generation;  
3. culture is based on symbols; 
4. culture is subject to change;  
5. culture is integrated; 
6. culture is ethnocentric; and 
7. culture is adaptive.   
 
In Chapter Four of this thesis, the role of the translator as a cultural/social being 
is going to be discussed. The two characteristics of culture, i.e., it is learned and it 
is transmitted from generation to generation, will be further discussed in the rest 
of this thesis. Here the fourth point, that is, “culture is subject to change”, 
supports the argument that culture is dynamic. 
 
Cultures are dynamic systems that do not exist in a vacuum, so they are subject to 
change. From the wandering nomads of thousands of years ago to “CNN” in the 
1990s, cultures are constantly being confronted with ideas and information from 
outside sources—and contact, by its very nature, brings about change.  
 


















 change through several mechanisms, the three most common are “innovation, 
diffusion, and acculturation” (Samovar et al., 1998: 42). 
 
Innovation is usually defined as the discovery of new practices, tools, or concepts 
that many members of the culture eventually accept and that may produce slight 
changes in social habits and behaviors. In China, television, the computer, and the 
reform and opening policy are good examples of products and concepts that 
reshaped culture. As can be seen by the three examples cited above, change 
occurs much faster, and there is more of it, in modern and technological cultures. 
Yet innovation does not gain complete acceptance (Samovar et al., 1998: 43). 
 
Diffusion, another mechanism of change, refers to the borrowing by one culture  
 
from another. Historically, diffusion has been part of cultural contact for as long 
as cultures have existed. Whether it is the sugar from a plant of Middle Eastern 
origin taken to the New World or the McDonald’s hamburger now being sold 
throughout the world, diffusion is everywhere. Because cultures want to endure, 
they usually adopt only those elements that are compatible with their values and 
beliefs or that can be modified without causing major disruption. The assimilation 
of what is borrowed accelerates when cultures come into direct regular contact 
with each other. For example, as China and the United States have more trade and 
business contact, it can be seen that Americans assimilating Chinese business 
practices and Chinese people beginning to use American marketing tactics. “Only 
systems which constantly adapt to their environment can continue to exist—and 
adaptation can take the form of influencing neighboring systems” (Hermans, 1999: 
143). 
 
Acculturation, as a type of culture change, “occurs when a society undergoes 
drastic culture change under the influence of a more dominant culture and society 
with which it has come in contact” (Weinberg, 1992:2). Usually acculturation is a 
response to extended and intensive firsthand contact between two or more 
previously autonomous cultures or co-cultures. This type of change is common to 
international immigrants, who for a variety of reasons find themselves in another 
culture. These people, as part of the acculturation process, need to cope with a 
considerable amount of cultural change. In most instances, they begin to develop 
new patterns of thinking and behavior and to develop a personality relevant to 
adaptation to the host society. Inherent in the theory of acculturation is the idea 
that most people, as they are adapting, are also holding on to many of the values, 
customs, and communication patterns found in their primary culture (Samovar et 
al., 1998: 43）.  
 



















A society that gradually adopts the practices of another culture does not 
adopt every behavior or belief of that culture. It is important to remind 
interculturalists who are interested in analyzing cultural changes that: 
“although many aspects of culture are subject to change, the deep structure 
of a culture resists major alteration. 
 
However, readers have to be reminded that the term acculturation used here is 
slightly different from what will be discussed later in 4.1.1 because of a 
difference in focus. According to intercultural analysts and some sociology 
theorists, acculturation is generally understood as the process by which 
individuals get accustomed to socio-cultural context and by which individuals 
learn to identify themselves as members of a society.   
 
2.1.3.2 Features of Cultural Development 
 
The development in cultural exchange can be seen as diffusion on two levels: 
vertically and horizontally. The vertical level refers to the passing on of cultural 
elements in history from predecessors. The horizontal level means that culture 
diffuses into other culture communities. Such a course is characterized by three 
features: (1) intercultural communication goes through a transition from high 
context to low context normally as society shifts from one form to another；(2) 
culture inevitably diffuses and renovates itself； (3) cultural exchange serves as a 
catalyst for social development (Zhang et al., 1987：73). 
 
The spreading of culture, which is also called “diffusion”, influences cultural 
development in two dimensions: contemporarily and historically. 
 
Contemporarily, cultural spreading, which is based on language, intensifies the 
integration of different cultures and leads to the enhancement of certain cultures. 
It is because different cultures influence each other, learn from each other and 
identify themselves in comparison with their counterparts. The result of such 
penetration and integration, substantially, is the enhancement of cultures. On the 
one hand, when messages spread through a certain language, the cultural elements, 
which are conveyed in the messages, are owned by more people. On the other 
hand, the cultural elements become part of a new culture to message receivers. 
Therefore, new values are added to the messages in the diffusion course. 
Historically speaking, cultural spreading is equal to cultural accumulation and 
cultural transition (Wang, 1994:198-204). 
 
According to theorists from the cultural diffusion school, the association and 
integration of ethnic groups as well as different cultures serve as impetus to social 


















 another cultural community, undermines their traditional way of thinking 
and renovates their traditional behaviors such as living habits. Thus one culture 
absorbs ideas from a different one and gradually or radically, becomes a more 
adaptive one. Another positive feature about cultural spreading is that it breaks 
the original balance within one culture. The old inner structure, therefore, has to 
adjust itself in order to achieve a new balance. In the rotation course from balance 
to imbalance and from imbalance to balance again, culture gets improved. And 
culture tends to absorb new factors from outside and be more adaptive to the 
constantly changing environment. As Hermans (1999:143) points out, “Only 
systems which constantly adapt to their environment can continue to exist—and 
adaptation can take the form of influencing neighboring systems.” 
 
Cultural spreading serves as a significant impetus for removing the traditional, 
reactionary cultural elements and in improving its adaptability and acceptability 
to new cultures. It is an indispensable chain in the benign system of cultural 
development. 
 
2.1.4 A Balanced Definition of Culture 
 
Defining culture is important for the present study, because it helps to delimit 
how culture is perceived by the translator and how it is taught to him/her. Also 
such a definition is closely associated with the role of the translator in the process 
in which culture influences the translator in three different ways and in which 
interaction between culture and the translator takes place. Sapir (1968: 571) 
mentions the importance of studying culture as he writes: “The discovery of 
culture, the awareness that it shapes and molds our behavior, our values and even 
our ideas, the recognition that it contains some elements of the arbitrary, can be a 
startling or an illuminating experience.” 
 
It is important to remind the reader that within each culture there are co-cultures 
and specialized cultures. Later in this chapter, the notions of language community 
or the society will be discussed. But at this point it is necessary to clarify what is 
meant by the term “culture”.  
 
When culture is talked about, the term is usually applied to the “dominant 
culture” found in each society. Although many discussions of culture use the 
terms “umbrella culture”, “mainstream culture”, and “European Americans” 
(Samovar et al., 1998: 37), people prefer the designate dominant, which clearly 
indicates that the culture people are talking about is the one in power.  
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